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"This Is Not a Christ"
Nietzsche, Foucault,
and the Genealogy of Vision
Gary Shapiro

There is nothing surprising about linking the names of Nietzsche and
Foucault, something that Foucault himself frequently did. We know that
the practices of archaeology and genealogy owe much to On the Genealogy of Morals; and in The Order of Things Foucault celebrates
Nietzsche for being able to look beyond the epoch of "man and his
doubles,'' thinking of the Obermensch as designating that which is beyond man, and for serving, along with Mallarme, as one of the prophets
of the hegemony of language in the emerging episteme of the postmodern world. Here I want to focus on other affinities, influences, or inspirations that have to do with what these thinkers saw, that is, their engagement with visual culture and visual art. Foucault is a theorist of the
visual and of the complex and sometimes uncanny relations between
the visual and the linguistic, a thought that is expressed gnomically in
his reading of Velazquez's Las Meninas when he says that "the relation
of painting to language is an infinite relation." 1 In addition to his essay
on Rene Magritte, This Is Not a Pipe, which contains the outlines of an
archaeology of Western painting, the rest of Foucault's work is full of
references to the painters of madness (e.g., Bosch and Goya) and to the
artists of his own time: for example, there are passages on Andy Warhol
and introductions to the work of the photographer Duane Michals and
the photographic painter Gerard Fromanger. 2 Foucault began a book on
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Edouard Manet, which apparently would have developed the suggestion
that the artist inaugurates or exemplifies a turn within painting to the
kind of intertextuality in which pictures refer to other pictures through
the medium of the museum; this parallels the literary intertextuality
that Gustave Flaubert exemplified in The Temptation of Saint Anthony,
which is said to constitute a "Fantasia of the Library." 3 We can imagine
that such a work from Foucault would have put a new, archaeological
spin on ideas about museum culture and the age of technical reproduction that are associated with Andre Malraux and Walter Benjamin.
Beyond the explicit discussions of visual art in Foucault's writing,
there is a rather constant concern with visual scenarios and mechanisms of power, perhaps the best known being the execution scenes
and the interrogation of panoptic strategies in Surveillance and Punishment, but such inquiry also marks a work like The Birth of the Clinic,
which explores the development of the clinical gaze and sets itself the
task of "re-examin[ing] the original distribution of the visible and the
invisible." 4 This last phrase contains the formula for the critical but
implicit dialogue with Merleau-Ponty that runs through Foucault's
concern with the visual and is most evident in the chapter on Las Menznas in which he deploys the phenomenologist's language of the visible
and the invisible to suggest that their relation must be understood archaeologically rather than as a timeless foundation of all expression and
communication. 5
In Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth-Century
French Thought, Martin Jay claims that Foucault joins many other
twentieth-century thinkers in denouncing the traditional philosophical
primacy of vision, demoting it from the position that Plato awarded 1t as
"the noblest of the senses." 6 I suggest that closer attention to Foucault's
texts (as well as to those of several other writers discussed by Jay) will
show that it is more specifically a certain model of vision that Foucault
is exposing and contesting, while he develops an alternative conception.
This alternative involves both a deeply historical or archaeological account of the radical shifts in visual culture and a suggestion of the forms
that can be taken by a visual resistance to prevailing modes of display
and surveillance: we have not only the Panopticon but also Manet and
not only the photographic and video mechanisms of fixing identities but
also the styles of Magritte, Warhol, and Michals to disrupt them. 7 Foucault is not opposed to "the visual turn" that many observers, such as
W. J. T. Mitchell, have detected in recent work in the humanities; his
work is already being used to give that tendency a greater degree of his-

